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Abstract 
The impact of public relations on emerging fields such as travel journalism has 
not gained much attention, despite the broader growth of lifestyle journalism, 
and its particular dependence on PR. This study reports the findings of a 
representative survey of Australian travel journalists, focusing on their views of 
PR. Results show that travel journalists are wary of PR, although they believe 
they can be relatively immune from its influence and see some PR activities as 
quite useful. Cluster analysis identifies three distinct groups based on their views 
of PR, which range from a positive attitude to strong criticism. Their 
backgrounds and differences are explored, pointing to gender, job status, and 
background in mainstream journalism as main determinants for differences. 
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1. Introduction 
Public relations are a crucial component of the marketing mix for the tourism industry in its 
attempts to inform tourists about what a particular country, region or individual business has 
to offer. While much expenditure is invested into basic material such as brochures and 
pamphlets, increasing attention is given to the role the media can play in aiding PR efforts. 
This is because mainstream media have over the past few decades introduced an ever-
growing amount of lifestyle content, among which travel journalism output has been 
prominent. Major newspapers around the world now publish regular glossy travel 
supplements for readers, and some television channels are entirely devoted to broadcasting 
travel programs, such as the US-based Travel Channel. As a result, scholars have begun 
paying more attention to the relationship between the media and tourism, with a focus on how 
destination management organizations (DMOs) can maximize PR efforts through media 
output (see, for example, Dore & Crouch, 2003).  
However, we still know very little about the ways in which PR activities are perceived 
in the field of travel journalism (Hanusch, 2010). Much like PR, travel journalism itself 
suffers from a perceived lack of credibility in the eyes of both the rest of the journalism 
profession and audiences due to its reliance on the tourism industry and subsidized travel 
(Groundwater, 2009). This article presents the results from a representative survey of travel 
journalists‘ attitudes toward PR efforts in Australia. In this way, the study contributes to a 
better understanding of the ways in which PR activities are perceived by specialized 
journalists working in an area that is particularly dependent on them. In using Australia as a 
case study, the paper points to broader issues for examination across the globe. 
 
2. Public relations and travel journalism 
A fundamental aspect of travel journalists’ work is dealing with tourism organizations and 
PR departments that often provide access to destinations. After all, a significant part of 
reporting on travel is actually travelling to a destination, and doing so costs a lot of money. 
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Very few newspapers, even fewer in an age of cost-cutting as the print medium becomes 
increasingly difficult to sustain, are able to pay for the number of trips needed to fill the vast 
array of travel supplements that now exists. Travel journalists are therefore reliant on the 
numerous visiting journalist programs and other forms of sponsorship. At the same time, the 
term “journalism” implies that its practitioners should adhere to traditional journalistic ideals 
of independent, un-biased and critical reporting, placing travel journalists in a difficult 
position.  
However, the PR literature has so far rarely addressed the relationship between 
tourism PR and travel journalism, despite its obvious relevance in shaping travel journalists’ 
reporting. L’Etang, Falkheimer & Lugo (2007, p. 74) point out that PR “can potentially play 
the role of ‘primary definition’ in relation to media and other audiences and publics, and 
operate as ‘discourse workers’ constructing particular, specialized and to some degree fantasy 
worlds that have some consonance with the ‘lifeworlds’ of consumers.” Traditionally, 
journalists’ views of PR more generally have been described as full of hostility, the origins of 
which can be traced as far back as the 19th century (DeLorme & Fedler, 2003). Recent 
research has pointed to an increasing influence of PR on journalism, a result of increased PR 
personnel and a decrease in the amount of time journalists have to spend on a story (see, for 
example, Davis, 2000; Lewis, Williams & Franklin, 2008).  
Research into the ways in which PR practitioners and journalists perceive each other 
has been ambiguous. One body of evidence, mainly grounded in the US context, points to 
insurmountable differences between the two groups, who are seen to pursue antagonist goals, 
and hold incompatible values and ethics (Aronoff, 1975; Cameron, Sallot & Curtin, 1997; 
Stegall & Sanders, 1986). Yet, other studies have found quite compatible values, attitudes 
and characteristics, with Neijens & Smit (2006, p. 232) arguing that while there were some 
differences, they were “neither predominantly negative nor fundamental” (see also 
Kopenhaver, 1989; Sallot, Steinfatt & Salwen, 1998; Shaw & White, 2004). Sallot & Johnson 
(2006) noted that journalists estimated 44% of news content in the US was influenced by PR. 
However, they also made out a trend to improving relationships between PR practitioners and 
journalists, with journalists valuing PR more in 2002-2004. Nevertheless, “love/hate” 
sentiments or perceptions of PR as “necessary evil” were still evident in journalists in the 21st 
century. Notable was the nature of the rapport between journalists and PR practitioners, in 
that it appeared journalists valued personal relationships, a finding that coincides with past 
research into the importance of personal influence in media relations (Shin & Cameron, 2006; 
Grunig, Grunig, Sriramesh, Huang & Lyra, 1995).  
Even in the tourism literature, few studies of the link between PR and travel 
journalism exist, despite the obvious value of publicity programs for the tourism industry. 
Dore & Crouch (2003, p. 137) have noted “some DMOs report receiving a greater annual 
value (as measured in terms of equivalent commercial advertising expenditure) from their 
publicity programs than from their entire annual budgets.” Yet, “despite the wealth of 
research on destination marketing, PR remains very much undervalued and marginalized in 
the academic literature of this field” (Morgan & Pritchard, 2005, p. 158). In a review of the 
Australian Tourist Commission’s visiting journalist program, Mackellar & Fenton (2000) 
pointed to four main areas to be considered in matching travel journalists’ expectations to the 
experience: a) understanding travel journalists; b) recognizing different cultural needs; c) 
understanding individual needs; d) examining the travel media market. They warn that “if not 
managed carefully, the mismatch of expectations to actual experience can lead to severe 
conflict and at the worst extreme a scathing article about the travel destination” (Mackellar & 
Fenton, 2000, p. 257). Dore & Crouch’s (2003) study of 10 DMOs’ publicity activities shows 
that the focus is largely on numbers and the commercial value of output rather than the 
quality of the relationship with travel journalists.  
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Visiting journalist programs have become a useful way for DMOs to target positive 
coverage of their destinations. A study of American travel writers’ views on press kits found 
that while a vast majority saw them as an effective way to inform travel writers about an area, 
a similar majority did not think they were the most effective way to do so. Instead, personal 
visits to destinations were regarded as most effective (Gladwell & Wolff, 1989). Yet, Dore & 
Crouch (2003, p. 140) note that some DMOs have concerns about the efficacy of publicity 
programs, citing potential problems such as “meeting journalist expectations, the provision of 
quid pro quo services and the lack of control over the finished product and desired image.” In 
order to achieve the maximum result from their investment in activities such as visiting 
journalist programs, many DMOs try to exert at least subtle influence. “Although the 
media/journalists are free to publish/produce material as they see appropriate, a portion of 
DMOs hope to influence the ‘stories’ through the provision of general information, as well as 
information in the style of a story-line, target market information and marketing guides” 
(Dore & Crouch, 2003, p. 146). How travel journalists deal with such attempts to influence 
them has, however, not yet been the focus of systematic research.  
 
4. Methodology 
In order to examine the ways in which travel journalists view the tourism industry’s PR 
efforts, the following research questions were developed: a) what are travel journalists’ 
attitudes towards PR?; b) how do travel journalists perceive the influence from the tourism 
industry on their jobs?; c) what are the main determinants of travel journalists’ views about 
PR? 
To answer the research questions, a standardized questionnaire was developed, based 
on previous studies of mainstream journalists’ perceptions of PR and other influences 
(Hanitzsch et al., 2010; Weaver, Randall, Brownlee, Voakes & Wilhoit, 2007; Weischenberg, 
Scholl & Malik, 2006), as well as insights from the literature on travel journalism. 
Questionnaires were administered using telephone interviews with a random sample of 85 
Australian travel journalists between February 2009 and January 2010. For the purpose of 
this study only those who had some editorial responsibility over travel stories were 
considered as travel journalists, in line with Weaver & Wilhoit’s (1986) widely accepted 
definition for US mainstream journalists. Respondents included employees of newspapers, 
magazines and television programs, drawn from published organizational lists as well as 
cross-referencing with individual organizations. Freelance journalists were drawn from 
membership lists of the Australian Society of Travel Writers, the Australian journalist union 
(Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance), as well as industry websites and published travel 
stories in newspapers and magazines.  
To ensure that only freelancers with a substantial involvement in the industry were 
included, two filter questions were placed at the beginning of the survey, following 
Weischenberg et al. (2006). The first question asked respondents whether they spent at least 
50% of their work time on writing or producing travel stories. Secondly, they were asked 
whether they earned at least 50% of their income from writing or producing such stories. 
Respondents only had to answer “yes” to one of the two questions to be included in the study. 
If a respondent answered both questions in the negative, they were excluded from the sample. 
A total of 94 journalists were identified through the procedures outlined above. Nine either 
declined to participate or no longer worked in travel journalism, leaving 85 valid interviews, 
a response rate of 90.4%. 
Respondents were presented with two sets of questions. The first question asked: “I 
will now read a few statements regarding press releases and publicity material offered by PR 
firms and tourism-related organizations. For each of these, could you please tell me on a scale 
of one to five how strongly you agree or disagree. One means you strongly agree, two means 
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somewhat agree, three means neither agree nor disagree, four means somewhat disagree and 
five means strongly disagree.” A second question asked: “How influential would you say 
each of these factors is in your work as a travel journalist? One means extremely influential, 
two means very influential, three means somewhat influential, four means little influential 
and five means not influential at all. Eight means the item does not apply to your work.” Both 
scales were later inverted so that higher numbers indicated higher agreement.  
 
5. Results 
5.1 Attitudes towards publicity 
Travel journalists’ responses to questions about their attitudes to publicity show some 
interesting trends. While the vast majority of respondents’ stories were based on free trips or 
accommodation – 64.3% said this was the case in at least 75% of their work, while only two 
respondents (2.3%) said they never travelled for free – they do not think that such material 
has an unduly large influence on their work (Table 1).  
 
--- Insert Table 1 around here --- 
 
Travel journalists also believe they are relatively immune from PR, with just over one-third 
agreeing that PR material has a large influence on which stories are covered, or how they are 
covered. At the same time, they are also wary of PR material, with an overwhelming majority 
agreeing that to rely on such material could easily lead to uncritical reporting. Barely 30% 
think PR material is reliable, and just over half think there is too much PR material (53.6%) 
and that press releases increasingly replace stories formerly researched by journalists 
(57.3%).  
Nevertheless, PR material is seen to have some value in providing starting points for 
new story ideas, with almost two-thirds agreeing with this proposition. Half the respondents 
also believe that PR material saves time when researching stories and just over 40% even 
believe such material is necessary for them to do their job. Yet, a much larger percentage 
(75.2%) agreed that good working relationships with PR officers were necessary to do their 
job.  
To examine these results further, especially against demographic and work-related 
variables, a cluster analysis was conducted. Hierarchical cluster analysis indicated a three-
cluster solution would be appropriate. Therefore, k-means clustering was employed to 
partition the sample into three clusters, which differed significantly across all but one of the 
examined items (Table 2). 
 
--- Insert Table 2 around here ---  
 
The first cluster, which contains the largest number of journalists (N=34, 43.6%), believes 
more strongly than others that PR material is necessary to do their job, it provides a good 
starting point for stories and saves time. Relationships with PR officers are also considered 
necessary, and journalists in this cluster acknowledge that PR material has a large influence 
on which stories are covered. In addition, members do not think there is too much PR 
material. Cluster 2 (N=16, 20.5%) contains respondents who strongly believe there is too 
much PR material and that it increasingly replaces stories previously researched by 
journalists. They also believe that PR material has a large influence on which and how stories 
are covered. They do not see PR material itself or good relations with PR officers as 
necessary. Journalists in Cluster 3 (N=28, 35.9%) believe they can remain relatively 
autonomous from PR influences. Members of this group particularly reject the notion that PR 
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material could have a large influence on which or how stories are covered, and they do not 
see PR as necessary or even a good starting point or time-saving measure.  
Some important differences exist when examining the demographics and professional 
backgrounds of the three groups of journalists. Women clearly dominate Cluster 1 (73.5%), 
while they are in a minority in Cluster 3 (28.6%). They are only in a slight minority in Cluster 
2 (43.8%). In a between-clusters analysis, gender thus accounts for a significant difference, 
χ2(2)=12.879, p<.01, with Cramer's V=.406 indicating a medium-to-large effect size. Another 
significant difference exists in terms of whether journalists work as freelancer or are 
employed on staff, χ2(2)=9.583, p<.01, with Cramer's V=.351 indicating a medium-size 
effect. Cluster 2 is made up of 81.3% freelancers, while these only account for 35.3% and 
42.9% in Clusters 1 and 3, respectively. Small, though non-significant differences exist in 
terms of the overall amount of travel. Cluster 2 members spend just over one-quarter (27.3%) 
of their time travelling, travel makes up only 16.6% of work time for Cluster 1 members and 
18.4% for Cluster 3. 
Significant differences also exist in terms of cluster members’ backgrounds in 
mainstream journalism. Just over 50% in Cluster 3 and 41.2% in Cluster 1 studied journalism 
at university, while only 12.5% in Cluster 2 did so, χ2(2)= 7.224, p<.05. Cramer's V=.304 
indicates a medium-size effect. Similarly, three out of four in Cluster 3, half in Cluster 1 and 
only one out of four in Cluster 2 have completed an apprenticeship in journalism, 
χ2(2)=10.407, p<.01, with Cramer's V=.365 indicating another medium-size effect. Thus, not 
surprisingly, everyone in Cluster 3, 88.2% in Cluster 1 and only 75% in Cluster 2 have also 
worked in mainstream journalism, χ2(2)=7.063, p<.05, Cramer's V=.301.  
 
5.3 Perceived influences on travel journalists 
To gauge the extent to which travel journalists experience PR as a significant force, 
respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they thought a variety of factors were 
influential in their work. As Table 3 shows, some tourism industry-related influences rank 
relatively high, while others are perceived as less influential. Further, there are significant 
differences between the clusters, especially in terms of PR-related influences. 
 
--- Insert Table 3 around here --- 
 
The two most important influences overall are related to issues that have been of concern for 
travel journalism for some time. Seen as being either very or extremely influential by 84.5% 
of respondents overall, the conventions and ethics of the profession appear to be of 
fundamental importance for guiding travel journalists’ conduct. Of similar relevance are 
financial resources with 78.3% of respondents seeing them as very or extremely influential. 
Personal contacts in the tourism industry are also significant influences (72.7%). The tourism 
industry in general is seen as being very or extremely influential by only 41.3%, with PR in 
general (21.7%) and promotional material (13.4%) scoring even lower. What travel 
journalists think their audiences want is an important influence, with 60.2% saying their 
readers, listeners or viewers were very or extremely influential, while advertising 
considerations (21.9%) as well as media ownership (23.7%) are not seen as very influential. 
Neither were friends, acquaintances and family (16.8%), nor fellow travel journalists 
(20.7%), pointing to a certain level of independence on behalf of travel journalists, and an 
absence of a herd mentality. 
Considerable differences exist among the three clusters developed earlier. Not 
surprisingly, the greatest differences exist in terms of PR-related influences, with Clusters 1 
and 2 regarding the PR industry in general as a significantly more important influence than 
Cluster 3, F(2,73)=6.10, p<.01, ƞ2=.143. Promotional material also accounted for a 
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difference, with Cluster 3 regarding it as significantly less influential, F(2,72)=3.79, p<.05, 
ƞ2=.105. Cluster 3 similarly perceived advertising considerations as less influential, 
F(2,72)=3.27, p<.05, ƞ2=.083, as well as the tourism industry in general, F(2,72)=5.28, 
p<.01, ƞ2=.128. Conventions and ethics of the profession, considered overall as the most 
important influence, were regarded as significantly more influential by Cluster 1 than by 
Cluster 2, F(2,74)=3.13, p<.05, ƞ2=.078. Finally, supervisors and higher editors were 
regarded as much more influential by Cluster 2 than they were by Cluster 3, F(2,71)=3.63, 
p<.05, ƞ2=.093.  
 
6. Discussion 
Their close working relationship with PR practitioners has often led travel journalists to be 
accused of being unethical freeloaders who are colluding with the PR industry. Yet, the 
results from this study point to a much more complex picture. In general, travel journalists 
are very wary of PR and are critical of what they perceive as a growing influence of PR. At 
the same time the results show that some aspects of PR material are seen as useful, especially 
when it comes to dealing with PR practitioners. Three in four respondents overall agreed 
either somewhat or strongly with the proposition that good working relationships with PR 
practitioners were necessary to do their job. This finding resonates with existing research into 
the importance of personal relationships in PR (Shin & Cameron, 2006; Grunig et al., 1995). 
Thus, this study adds support to a survey of a small sample of American travel journalists 
conducted more than 20 years ago. Here, Gladwell & Wolff (1989) concluded that press kits 
should not be sent unannounced, because travel journalists get overwhelmed and annoyed by 
all the PR material. But they also noted that personal relationships between journalists and 
PR practitioners played an important role in the mix. This would appear to still hold true 
today. 
Yet, cluster analysis also identified some distinct differences among travel journalists 
in terms of how they view PR. The largest group, Cluster 1, has relatively positive views of 
PR, seeing PR material as providing a good starting point, even necessary information. 
Members are also less likely than others to be critical of the influence of PR. The second-
largest group, Cluster 3, considers PR’s influence as weak and finds PR material less useful. 
Journalists belonging to Cluster 2, on the other hand, are much more critical of PR than 
others, believing there is too much PR material and that it increasingly replaces stories 
previously researched by journalists. In their work, they try to remain independent by not 
regarding PR material or relationships with PR officers as necessary for their job. The 
analysis of the groups’ demographics and other work-related variables shows that the main 
determinants are gender, job status, time spent travelling, as well as education, training and 
previous work experience in journalism.  
It appears that the more financially secure journalists are and the stronger their 
mainstream journalism background is, the more likely travel journalists are to retain some 
level of independence from PR efforts. Those who do not have such a background and work 
as freelancers, which goes hand in hand with a relatively low income, however, are more 
likely to be critical of PR and wary of its influence. This may be compounded by the fact that 
this group travels the most, and is likely to be exposed to additional PR efforts on their trips. 
The group most likely to be open to PR overtures and thus the one which may work in quite a 
collaborative way is made up of mostly women, who are employed on staff at magazines and 
newspapers, have a secure income, and travel the least. Working mainly from an office, they 
are thus less likely to be writing their own stories about their experiences, and may be reliant 
on PR material for writing stories not based on actual trips. 
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7. Conclusions 
The relationship between travel journalism and the tourism industry’s publicity efforts has 
rarely been investigated in any detail. As such, this study breaks some new ground and gives 
a rare insight into travel journalists’ perceptions of PR. The representative survey of 
Australian travel journalists has shown that, on the whole, travel journalists are very skeptical 
of PR, with a majority wary of relying on it and holding a perception that there is too much 
PR material. At the same time, they appreciate PR for making useful suggestions and saving 
time. They mostly do not think it has an undue influence on their work. When delving into 
these results deeper, however, we saw three different types of travel journalists emerging, 
who have very different perceptions of PR, with views ranging from generally positive to 
highly critical. The analysis of the groups showed that gender, job status, time spent 
travelling, as well as a background in mainstream journalism play important roles in 
determining group membership.  
The insights generated by this study shed some light on an important part of the PR-
Journalism debate, particularly in relation to the fast growth of so-called lifestyle journalism 
in many Western countries. It thus provides some food for thought for future analyses in 
other countries, both specifically on travel journalism as well as in addressing the broader 
lifestyle field. How journalists deal with PR influences in these emerging fields is of 
consequence for both the academic study of public relations as well as journalism. PR 
practitioners need to be cognizant of journalists’ views toward them in order to better achieve 
their objectives. This study suggests some possible avenues, not least the relevance of 
building up professional relationships with travel journalists. At the same time, this study 
demonstrates that travel journalists do have quite distinct views of PR and are far from a 
captive, uncritical group.  
Of course, there are some limitations to this study. As noted, the results presented 
here are based on a sample from Australia. Only comparative studies will be able to show 
whether we can generalize about the findings in relation to travel journalists around the 
world. In addition, the results here are based on journalists’ own perceptions of influences. 
As Hanitzsch et al. (2010) have pointed out, such an approach – while necessary and useful – 
may obscure more subconscious influences on journalists’ work. What journalists say and 
what they actually do can sometimes differ substantially, and in this case it would be valuable 
to employ additional methodologies, such as observational studies, in order to more 
comprehensively examine the production of travel journalism. Further, it would be useful to 
study PR practitioners’ views of travel journalists, and lifestyle journalists more generally, to 
examine how the two groups see each other.  
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Table 1 
Travel journalists’ attitudes to public relations 
 
 
 
N 
Percent saying 
strongly/somewhat 
agree 
Mean SD 
Relying on public relations material easily leads to 
uncritical reporting 
85 94.1 4.49 .766 
Good working relationships with public relations 
officers are necessary for me to do my job 
85 75.2 4.01 1.029 
Public relations material provides a good starting 
point for finding new story ideas 
85 62.3 3.69 1.058 
Press releases increasingly replace stories which 
used to be researched by journalists 
82 57.3 3.38 1.302 
There is too much public relations material 84 53.6 3.52 1.124 
Public relations material saves time when 
researching stories 
85 50.6 3.38 .963 
Public relations material offers necessary 
information for me to do my job 
85 42.4 3.21 1.124 
Public relations material has a large influence on 
which stories get covered 
82 37.8 2.87 1.215 
Public relations material has a large influence on 
how stories get covered 
84 35.7 3.02 1.172 
Information in public relations material is reliable 85 29.4 2.96 .851 
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Table 2: Cluster analysis of views on PR 
 
  
Cluster 1 
N=34 
Cluster 2 
N=16 
Cluster 3 
N=28 
Total 
N=78 
   M M M M 
 
Information in public relations 
material is reliable 
3.15 2.88 2.86 2.99 
 
Public relations material saves time 
when researching stories 
3.91 3.31 2.79 3.38 *** 
Public relations material has a large 
influence on which stories get 
covered 
3.56 3.44 1.79 2.90 *** 
There is too much public relations 
material 
3.18 4.63 3.39 3.55 *** 
Public relations material provides a 
good starting point for finding new 
story ideas 
4.44 3.50 2.93 3.71 *** 
Public relations material offers 
necessary information for me to do 
my job 
4.00 2.63 2.68 3.24 *** 
Press releases increasingly replace 
stories which used to be researched 
by journalists 
3.03 4.63 3.14 3.40 *** 
Relying on public relations material 
easily leads to uncritical reporting 
4.35 4.94 4.36 4.47 * 
Public relations material has a large 
influence on how stories get covered 
3.18 4.19 2.32 3.08 *** 
Good working relationships with 
public relations officers are 
necessary for me to do my job 
4.44 3.81 3.79 4.08 * 
*p<.05, ***p<.001 
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Table 3: Travel journalists’ perceived influences on their work 
 
  Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Total  
  M M M M SD  
Conventions and ethics of the profession 
(N=77) 
4.56 3.88 4.33 4.34 .926 * 
Financial resources (N=78) 4.29 4.31 3.86 4.14 1.028  
Personal contacts in the tourism industry 
(N=78) 
4.06 4.19 3.64 3.94 .958  
New media technologies (N=75) 3.91 4.13 3.65 3.87 1.189  
Local sources at the destination (N=77) 4.09 3.94 3.56 3.87 .978  
Readers, listeners, viewers (N=76) 3.91 3.80 3.37 3.70 1.222  
Supervisors and higher editors (N=74) 3.61 3.93 3.00 3.45 1.184 * 
Tourism industry in general (N=75) 3.36 3.75 2.73 3.23 1.098 ** 
Advertising considerations (N=75) 2.53 2.69 1.76 2.31 1.365 * 
Ownership of the organisation (N=71) 2.47 2.50 2.40 2.45 1.263  
Public relations in general (N=76) 2.94 3.06 2.12 2.68 1.098 ** 
Other travel journalists (N=75) 2.61 2.67 1.93 2.37 1.260  
Friends, acquaintances and family (N=76) 2.62 2.63 2.12 2.45 1.159  
Promotional material (N=75) 2.94 2.94 2.35 2.73 .920 * 
*p<.05, **p<.01 
 
 
